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Abstract: At the height of political turmoil and the so-called economic downgrade to ‘junk’ status by rating 
agencies in South Africa, the tourism and hospitality industry, through women entrepreneurship, seems to be 
an alternative exit the government can use to foster economic growth and curb unemployment. The paper 
adopts an extensive documentary review analysis to determine the challenges and opportunities for women 
entrepreneurs in the tourism industry in South Africa. The paper observes that women entrepreneurs in the 
Eastern Cape Province face a myriad of challenges emanating from low levels of education, lack of financial 
resources, poor information dissemination, gender inequity, limited support from stakeholders, limited 
technical skills and reluctance to shift from status quo. The paper concludes that, to unlock the potential of 
tourism and hospitality industry, women entrepreneurs need to embrace education and get trained on how to 
use modern technologies-which is fundamental in coping with the trends in the globalized environment. The 
paper recommends and empowers women to be at the forefront and become active entrepreneurs in tourism 
opportunities whereby stakeholder funding is the key to achieve economic growth. 
 




Throughout Sub-Saharan Africa, South Africa has been widely known as the hub of tourism and hospitality 
industry due to its vast tourist resort areas which saw the influx of world travelers in areas such as Cape 
Town’s Table Mountain, Drakensberg Mountains in the Eastern Cape as well as other beautiful sites in seaside 
areas such as Durban, Port Elizabeth just to mention a few. At the epicenter of this huge tourism activity is 
women entrepreneurship which is fast gaining recognition although few studies in South Africa have 
documented it.  IFAD (2005:5) asserts that, women entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry 
ignites economic growth in most developing countries and clearly represents an untapped potential. It is 
imperative to realize that for many women in rural areas, even in South Africa, women entrepreneurship 
facilitates a broader livelihood strategy often undertaken on a part-time basis, or usually where there is a 
difficulty in separating production and reproduction tasks as well as market and non-market work (ILO, 
2001). Women entrepreneurs are useful in tapping the potential of tourism and hospitality industry hence 
their pivotal role in the social and economic well-being for communities in South Africa. Much more 
important is the fact that, women entrepreneurship (for example through cooperatives or clubs, bed and 
breakfast accommodations, lodges) activities have gained government recognition and the value of their 
contribution to their communities by giving them support and promoting a change in their attitudes towards 
the meaning of work (Women in Africa Doing Business, 2008). A significant number of South African women 
entrepreneurs contribute much to the rural economy although many still suffer from gender equity and lack 
of adequate finance to spearhead tourism activities. Despite these obstacles, many women entrepreneurs 
have forged an exit strategy into informal entrepreneurship in areas such as catering, fashion designing, 
cooking and being wedding coordinators (White, Jones, Riley & Fernandez, 2009).  
 
Questions maybe posed as to: who are women entrepreneurs? What is their role within the tourism and 
hospitality industry? A woman entrepreneur, as described by Iyiola and Azuh (2014), is a female who 
indulges and adjusts herself within the financial, socio-economic, and support spheres in society.  The 
characteristics of women entrepreneurs are that they establish their own business, operate, manage and take 
risks in their businesses (Thuaiba, Azlah, Rozeyta, Hisyamuddin & Noorizwan, 2007). These types of women 
entrepreneurs are engaging in the tourism and hospitality industry; although they encounter various 
challenges, they remain committed towards attaining a livelihood. This paper, therefore, questions the 
sustainability of women entrepreneurs in the tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa. The paper 
explores more the challenges and alternative strategies that can assist women to expand their tourism 
activities for sustainable development and, in the process, reducing poverty and inequalities in communities 
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(ILO, 2007). More importantly, the paper aims to contribute positively to the body of knowledge and improve 
the understanding of how women entrepreneurship, as alluded in the previous section, can improve job 
creation through the tourism and hospitality industry. 
 
2. Literature review 
 
Global context on women entrepreneurship in tourism & hospitality: Rogerson (2005) asserts that, 
many international scholars have recognized the need to promote small tourism and hospitality firms which 
form an integral part of the country’s economy (Thomas, 2004). Small tourism firms have been widely 
criticized by scholars although arguments from Burrows and Curran (1989) expose some critical 
methodological challenges which are often neglected in literature. Thomas (2004) observes significant 
differences between small and large tourism enterprise; however, he recognizes important small tourism as 
fundamental to economic growth and job creation. Several tourism scholars internationally began to embrace 
small tourism in the 1990s, with women entrepreneurship in tourism sector gaining momentum. According 
to Thabethe (2006), small tourism firms are driving job creation and improve the economies of developing 
countries although very few cases have been documented by scholars. Studies (Buhalis & Cooper, 1998; 
Wanhill, 2004; Telisman-Kosuta & Ivandic, 2004) describe small scale tourism as innovative 
entrepreneurship which is rampant in some rural areas of New Zealand. The contribution of small tourist 
firms to regional and international development is recognized by international scholars (Pechlaner & 
Tschurtschenthaler, 2003; Bastakaiset al, 2004; Erkkila, 2004). Women entrepreneurship, as a form of small 
tourism in literature, has seen the accommodation sector gaining attention and concern as a viable tourism 
tool for job creation (Thomas, 2004). Webster (1998) states that, bed and breakfasts in family or holiday 
cottages on farms or seaside represent an example of small businesses which fall into the category of women 
entrepreneurship. A distinct comparison of tourism entrepreneurship in developing and developed countries 
is manifested in studies by Atelejevic and Doorne (2004) and Hall and Rusher (2004). Women 
entrepreneurship in the tourism sector has encountered stiff challenges as scholars believe it has small profit 
margins as a small business. This paper, therefore, projects women entrepreneurship as a viable and income 
generating business given the flourishing tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa. 
 
Policy Context supporting women entrepreneurs in Tourism & Hospitality Industry: The Constitution 
of South Africa (1996) in Section 9 of the Bill of Rights disregards any form of discrimination or abuse of any 
persons despite ethnicity, religion, culture or birth. This statement comes at a time when many women 
entrepreneurs find it difficult to access government buildings in search of either information or financial help 
to boost their tourism activities.  The Universal Accessibility in Tourism was developed as a counter-measure 
to leverage women entrepreneurs in participating in the tourism and hospitality industry. In essence, the 
Universal Accessibility Declaration was an official agreement by stakeholders at a Consultative meeting to 
ensure freedom of people and empower tourism practitioners to have access to infrastructure, products and 
series, master plans as well as programs and policies. The Universal Accessibility in Tourism also supports 
Article 2.2 of the United Nations World Tourism Organizations’ (UNWTO) Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, 
that stipulates “Tourism activities should respect the equality of men and women, they should promote 
human rights and, more particularly, the individual rights of the most vulnerable groups, notably children, the 
elderly, the handicapped, ethnic minorities and indigenous people”. In an effort to promote women 
entrepreneurship, the South African Tourism (SAT) was established to encourage persons to travel within the 
Republic on tourisms activities. The policy ensures that services rendered and facilities made available to 
tourists portray the highest standards in accordance with the Tourist Act, 1993 (Act No. 72 of 1993).Based on 
the above assertion, women entrepreneurship in South Africa has been given a leeway to venture into the 
tourism and hospitality industry as a way of self-creating employment and improving living standards. 
 
Challenges facing women entrepreneurs in Tourism & Hospitality Industry: The success of women 
entrepreneurship in the vast tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa is hinged on the national 
participation of women and willingness to become entrepreneurs. Studies of Gatewood et al. (2003) and 
Hakala (2008) categorize challenges of women entrepreneurs venturing tourism and hospitality industry. 
These are:  
 human capital; 
 strategic choice; and 
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 Structural obstacles. 
 
These challenges are constraining the participation of women entrepreneurs in the tourism and hospitality 
industry, which can lead to increased unemployment. Studies by Hunter and Kapp (2008) and ILO (2012) 
revealed that such challenges vary by gender, sector, and type of entrepreneurs or region. In the South 
African context, Hakala (2008) observes that, women entrepreneurs lack technical expertise required and 
knowledge to confidently make sound decisions to direct their entrepreneurial business. The tourism and 
hospitality industry needs huge cash injections to be viable; however, women entrepreneurs in South Africa 
are limited by the lack of financial boost, either from government or stakeholders, which makes women 
entrepreneurship less lucrative (Worrall, Harris, Thomas, Stewart, Jessop & Platten, 2008). 
 
Human Capital Theory: A brainchild of Gary Backer, the Human Capital Theory (HCT) became popular since 
early 1990s. Mincer (1962) cited in Muda and Rafiki (2014: 4) defines the theory of human capital as 
“education and schooling that will prepare the workforce” whereas Becker (1993) defined it as “a form of 
investment by individuals in education up to the point where the returns in extra income are equal to the 
costs of participating in education. Dreher (2003) affirms that, the HCT assumes corporations to be investing 
less in women’s education and training, which is an impediment to women empowerment in organizations. 
Women entrepreneurship in tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa is suffering a similar fate. The 
HCT assumes that firms gain competitive advantage by effectively and creatively using resources (Hoopes, 
Madsen & Walker, 2003).   
 
Even though, the untapped potential of women entrepreneurship is evident in the tourism and hospitality 
industry in South Africa, the HCT contends that the learning capacities of individuals are of comparable value 
to other resources which are involved in the production of goods and services. Schultz (1993) in Nafukho, 
Hairston and Brooks (2004:546) argues that when a certain resource is utilized effectively, the results will be 
profitable for the individual, organization and society at large. If women entrepreneurs are trained and given 
an equal chance to exhibit their entrepreneurial skills, unemployment can be reduced in South Africa. The 
HCT, therefore, in this paper has been adopted to explain the gains of education and training as a form of 
investment in human resources, and the main proposition is that people are considered a form of capital for 
development (Becker, 1993; Nafukho et al., 2004:548). The HCT, as a resource-based theory, is fundamental 
for this paper because it helps determine how and what resources women can use to become successful in the 
tourism and hospitality industry. The theory provides significant inspiration on how to become a successful 
woman entrepreneur in the presence of key aspects such as training. Todaro (2011:365) endorses further 
that, the HCT provides an analogy of conventional investments in physical capital since people are considered 
as capital. Broadly explained, the HCT is an investment in individuals ‘training and education, which are core 
factors in advancing women entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa. 
 
Feminist theories: The paper adopts the feminist theory as one of the suitable approaches to supporting 
women entrepreneurship in tourism and hospitality industry. Kropf et al. (2003) assert that for women 
strategies to succeed, their feminine strategies which involve collaboration, diversity strategies and work-life 
need to be present in contrast to masculine strategies for males. To advance the tourism and hospitality 
industry, women need to be at the helm of power so that they have equal access to resources to explore and 
make impact in the sector. Beuchamp and Bowie (2004) argue that feminist theory assumes subordination, 
inequality and oppression of women as unethical hence women deserve equal legal and political rights, which 
is in contrary to Utilitarian and Kantian theories that neglect the significance of morals and values. The 
Feminists theories assume inequalities between women and men in terms of advancement and earnings. Such 
a difference maybe emanating from cultural beliefs where women are more of house minders, with tough 
work scheduled for men. The paper therefore, seeks to rewrite this ancient belief and empower women to 
champion women entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry (Gale, 1994; Orhan & Scott, 
2001). Such an action can empower women to earn their own income and give them power, thereby closing 
the gap in the Feminist perspective. This theory is important for this paper because it provides an analytical 
framework on how to deal with inequalities between men and women -the latter are often inhibited to join 
entrepreneurship which is viable in the tourism and hospitality industry as envisioned in this paper. 
Deprivation of women, in terms of education or industry experience, is what the Human Capital Theory 
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addresses. Women entrepreneurship training can position women at the forefront of the economic sector in 
South Africa (Appelbaum, Audet & Miller, 2003). 
 
3.  Methodology 
 
This paper set out to unlock the potential of women entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry 
in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa. It interrogates the challenges and opportunities which may exist 
in advancing women entrepreneurship as a tool for job creation. The paper adopted a qualitative research 
design based on documentary review approach. The rationale was to obtain in-depth data on how women 
entrepreneurship has been viable in tapping into the tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa. Leedy 
and Omrod (2010:94) argue that qualitative research design is essential in answering questions about the 
complex nature of phenomena, more often with the purpose of describing and understanding the phenomena 
from the participant point of view. The paper sought to respond to questions such as: What is the role of 
women entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry? To what extent has women 
entrepreneurship contributed to job creation within the tourism and hospitality industry? What are the 
challenges facing women entrepreneurs in their quest to advance the tourism and hospitality industry? Data 
collected from documents was analyzed qualitatively using content analysis. Jose and Lee (2007:6) affirm 
that, content analysis should be used for making inferences by objectively and systematically in identifying 
specialized characteristics of messages. Hofstee (2006:17) endorses further that, content analysis studies 
closely examine the content of preserved records which are nearly always written documents even though 
videos can also be used. In this paper, content analysis was used to discuss the common themes from the 
thick descriptions of the role of women entrepreneurship in stimulating tourism and hospitality industry. 
 
4.  Results 
 
Becoming innovators and risk takers among women entrepreneurs: In South Africa, women 
entrepreneurship is flourishing at a slower pace within the tourism and hospitality industry due to lack of 
innovativeness and risk-taking among women. When compared to men, many small businesses for women 
die at their infancy due to poor performance of poor decision-making. The gender gap seems visible within 
the tourism industry where men are doing well despite the difficulties they may face. A study by the GEM 
(2010) shows that, women entrepreneurs tend to establish small businesses with the fear of expanding hence 
their return remains low. In terms of business revenue, women income remains relatively low, and this is a 
setback in exploring the benefits of the tourism and hospitality sector. Women entrepreneurs often face 
challenges related to limited funding, heavy family workloads and discrimination. The paper argues that 
women entrepreneurs need to be innovative and be risk takers, which are key principles in growing their 
businesses within the tourism and hospitality sector.  
 
Improving education and training among women entrepreneurs: Educating a woman in traditional 
South African society was regarded as mere waste of resources; hence some critics attribute low levels of 
education among women entrepreneurs as a result of cultural beliefs. An extensive review of literature 
explains the low levels of education among women entrepreneurs in the tourism and hospitality industry as a 
result of limited training. The evidence has shown that, women entrepreneurs venture into the tourism 
industry without the necessary expertise to make proper managerial decisions which can sustain the 
business. The lack of career guidance is evident among women entrepreneurs, which is an obstacle to job 
creation through women entrepreneurship. These results are supported by a study by Davis (2010) which 
reflects that women entrepreneurs lack career guidance and business development information to improve 
their businesses. In another study in Tunisia, Drine and Grach (2010) observe that women entrepreneurs are 
failing to reap benefits of entrepreneurship as they do not see the benefits of entrepreneurship support. In 
South Africa, a study by Chinomona and Maziriri (2015) revealed that women entrepreneurship education 
should be fostered among young women in education so that they drive the initiative in the tourism and 
hospitality industry. Drawing insights from these results, women entrepreneurship should be offered in areas 
of finance education and training, coaching and mentoring and networking since these aspects are essential in 
driving women entrepreneurship in the tourism sector. 
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Enhancing knowledge on the use of Information Communication Technology: Women entrepreneurs in 
the South African tourism and hospitality industry face challenges in terms of using ICTs due to lack of 
technical skills as a result of low education levels. The paper acknowledges that, the vast tourism and 
hospitality sector requires women entrepreneurs who are able to keep abreast of the trends in the 
technological and economic environment in order to grow their business. Literature, however, provides quite 
a different picture when it explains women involvement in the tourism sector as being low due to the above-
mentioned barriers. A study conducted by Lebakeng (2008) in Lesotho attests to the above findings when it 
argues that women entrepreneurs do not have equal access to relevant information on how they can exploit 
modern technology to improve efficient in their business. Given the South African context, scholars pose 
serious questions as to who is to blame for such a huge technical gap in women entrepreneurship. Many 
versions are suggested as some critics believe gender disparities emanating from patriarchy are the root 
causes which restrict women into the home, thereby denying them the chance to become innovators. The 
paper observes a negative relationship between women entrepreneurship and technology use among women 
entrepreneurs in the tourism and hospitality industry in South Africa. Based on this information, women 
entrepreneurs in the tourism sector can thrive when they are educated on how they can grow their business 
using ICT. 
 
The need to provide adequate human and financial resources: The South African government 
acknowledges the tourism and hospitality industry as an important sector for job creation and economic 
development. Despite its attractive nature, women entrepreneurs are still encountering challenges in their 
attempt to exploit the tourism sector. The majority of black women lack collateral security, which makes their 
relationship with financial institutions sour since they cannot borrow money to finance their business 
activities. A study by Monolova et al. (2007) supports these findings when it reveals that, women 
entrepreneurs do not have adequate financial resources, coupled by limited entrepreneurial competence to 
cope with the challenges of starting up a business. Several women entrepreneurs are failing to grow their 
businesses as they remain small, and exist only for consumption rather than recreating more employment for 
the benefit of communities. A critical analysis on the lack of finance and skills makes women entrepreneurs 
less productive although there is great potential to be tapped into from the tourism and hospitality sector. 
The government needs to provide adequate financial support to assist struggling women entrepreneurs to 
make their businesses look vibrant and sustainable. 
 
The scourge of gender based violence in women entrepreneurship: In as much as women entrepreneurs 
in South Africa have embarked on the tourism and hospitality industry as a viable job creation tool, gender-
based violence stands as a hindrance.  Documentary review has shown that women in the tourism sector are 
often harassed, raped, killed and abused by male counterparts, with most cases being under-reported. The 
protection of women entrepreneurs in the hospitality interest is at risk since the law seems to be relaxed 
towards such atrocities. Studies (Chu et al., 2008; Reeves, 2010) revealed that women entrepreneurs in the 
tourism sector are living in fear as threats are often present, which makes women fail to choose the location 
and time to conduct business. These studies revealed further that the scourge of gender-based violence in 
South Africa is escalating, thus discouraging women from becoming entrepreneurs and creating their own 
jobs to sustain their livelihoods. Presently, very few studies have been conducted to document gender based 
violence in the tourism and hospitality industries although media reports seem to substantiate this gap. These 
findings reflect the reduced numbers of women entrepreneurs who can become employers and tap the rich 
tourism and hospitality sector.  It remains a challenge to the government to formulate policies that protect 
the rights of women in entrepreneurship and trade. 
 
5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The paper has observes that women entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry in the Eastern 
Cape Province in South Africa can be another viable mechanism for accelerating economic growth and 
curbing unemployment. The extensive documentary review approach has pointed out that skills shortage has 
affected many sectors of the economy, not only in the Eastern Cape but in South Africa as a whole. Women 
entrepreneurship (for instance accommodation - bed and breakfast, lodges and small restaurants) can be 
used to create employment. However, literature had shown that such entrepreneurial ventures need vast 
amounts of capital, which women lack. The paper opines that many women do not have enough knowledge 
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on entrepreneurship in the tourism and hospitality industry. Such contradictions area barrier which the 
government needs to address through relevant departments such as Small and Medium Business Ministry. 
The lack of technical know-how is another challenge which inhibits women entrepreneurs from unlocking the 
potential of tourism and hospitality industry. Modern technology ushered in by globalization and the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution need to be efficiently utilized to realize economic and social benefits of tourism. The 
paper challenges women in the Eastern Cape Province to become innovators and seek financial help from 
monetary institutions to stimulate their entrepreneurial businesses. There is need for government to 
establish vocational schools that cater for women entrepreneurs so that their knowledge concerning tourism 
and hospitality is broadened. Networking of women with other tourist agencies (local or international) is 
fundamental for sharing information on the dynamic tourism sector. A shift in mindset is required among 
women entrepreneurs in South Africa. A clear diversion from patriarchal beliefs that restrict women to work 
needs to be done away with. Women need to tap the potential of the tourism and hospitality sector to become 
employers rather than employees. In terms of policy frameworks, the South African government needs to 
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